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THE TEACHING AND PROCLAMATION FUNCTION OF CHRISTIAN ART
It is my purpose to discuss in this Senior Essay the un¬
derstanding of how Christian art may be defined in terms of
teaching and proclamation function, I shall use as examples
the static visual arts with special emphasis on the expressions
in selected paintings and sculpture which are considered to
be masterpieces in Christian Art,
It is not enough to know about Christian Art, Christian
art must be experienced, I must define some terms that must
be understood in this essay.
In defining Christian art I mean art that shows Christian
subjects and expresses the beliefs of Christianity, This
term also refers to art used in Christian ceremonies and
religious services, I shall focus attention upon painting
and sculpture. The nonverbal arts include visual design.
Works that consist of patterns of time, shape, and color are
visual designs.
We can divide visual designs according to the kind of
materials that are used and the way the designs are produced,
A collection of paintings may include pictures painted with
oils or with watercolors. In this way, we can distinguish
photographs and prints from paintings. In a group of nonverbal
prints we separate etchings from lithographs.
Another group of nonverbal arts, which some experts con¬
sider part of visual design produces three-dimensional objects
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which in the Aesthetic experience result when the formal in¬
terest and the commemorative interest come together. They
satisfy man's desire for form and, at the same time, remind
him of something he considers valuable.
In commemorative interest certain events and ideas take
on the highest importance in man's religious, social, and
political life. From earliest times, he has used some formal
symbol or ceremony to make such an event or to preserve such
an idea. We can see from several points of view, and also
can touch as for example, sculpture. Sculpture is one of
the two oldest arts known to man. The other is painting.
In the past the Church employed the artist and craftsman
with various purposes in mind. From the standpoint of the
Church, art has a twofold function. Fine art, such as painting
and sculpture, is used to proclaim the Gospel and to teach
the stories of the Bible, The religious and aesthetic feelings
of the artist are conveyed to the people. At first art was
used to teach the stories of the Bible, Art was used to teach
the doctrines and dogma of the Church. The Bible texts were
closely followed, and no one thought of the artist as being
divinely inspired. Instead, the artist was used by the Church,
and was willing to follow the rules and instructions of the
Church as to the choice and composition of subject matter. Art
depicts not only the Bible stories but also the constant
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evolution of the Christian Faith from the time of the Apostles
through the various edicts of the Church councils to the
present day. The Church used the scenes of the Annunciation,
the Last Supper, and the scenes of the Passion for the teaching
of certain dogmas. Scenes that represent the three persons.
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, teach the doctrine of the Trinity:
God is one tripersonal God, The scenes of the Transfiguration
of Christ teach the doctrine of Transubstantiation the Annuncia¬
tion, Nativity, and Madonna and Child proclaim the doctrine of
the Incarnation; while the doctrine of the atonement is taught
through the divinely appointed sacrifices of the Old Testament,
culminating in the New Testament teaching that these were
typical of the sacrifice Christ made of Himself by means of
the Cross, Thus the Crucifixion becomes the subject of the
doctrine of the Atonement,
It is the mission of Christian art in its interpretation
of nature to increase our knowledge and our love of God,
Christianity has elevated art and so has art glorified
Christianity, I think it is valid to say Christian art was
developed through this type of cooperation between Christianity
and art. It has set forth the doctrines, portrayed the saints,
and even the Saviour and God, Limited only by the necessary
restrictions of the powers of Christianity, art has been a
teacher and proclaimer of things divine, especially in its
most glorious achievements in painting and sculpture. It will
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be found that Christianity as a religion and art never part.
They have been companions in all their times of triumphs and
declines imparting enlightenment, hope, and truth to men.
There is the sense of mutual alliance of art and Christianity.
Art has been employed in Christianity as one of the most
efficient mediums for the communication of Divine truth to
the hearts of men. Among the first developments of Christian
art, it was considered that God should reveal conversations
where people said that art is becoming irreligious and is
losing sight of the Divine, At this point I will suggest
that just as John proclaimed in Revelation that he saw a new
heaven and a new earth, it is new forms and revelations taking
the place of the old in art. It is not necessary to paint
and sculpture angels, madonnas, saints, martyrs, and
crucifixions to be Christian in spirit. Anyone who is painting
or statue, shows the divine meaning of nature, and the profound,
sincere godlike workings of the human mind and heart has as
much religion or Christianity to teach as those old masters
who painted the ceilings of stately Cathedrals with angels,
madonnas, prophets, and martyrs,
I must express that the teaching and proclamation function
of Christian art has always been questioned from the time of the
©axly Christians on down through the ages to the contemporary
scene of today, A striking example of the function
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of Christian art was expressed by E, H, Gombrich who writes
about Pope Gregory,
Although, all devout Christians objected to large life¬
like statues, their ideas about paintings differed a good
deal. Some thought them useful because they helped to remind
the congregation of the teachings they had received, and
kept the memory of these sacred episodes alive. This view
was mainly taken in the Latin, Western part of the Roman
Empire, Pope Gregory the Great, who lived at the end of
the sixth century A,D,, took this line. He reminded the people
who were against all paintings that many members of the church
could neither read nor write, and that for the purpose of
teaching them, these images were as useful as the pictures
in a picture-book are for children. Painting can do for
the illiterate what writing does for those who can read; he
said,^
A survey of church history reveals that paintings and
sculpture have never been used much in Protestant churches.
For instance, I have often wondered myself why the walls of
most Protestant denomination churches were bare and without
painting and sculpture and in contrast the Roman Catholic
churches were lavishly decorated with paintings and sculpture
^E, H, Gombrich, The Story of Art (New York: Phaidon
Publishers, 1952), p, 92,
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in the sanctuary. For example, Richard H. Ritter gives two
reasonsi
One was the feeling, strong at the inception of the
Reformation but naturally becoming weaker as time went on, that
everything that was popish was therefore necessarily wrong.
A number of the arts suffered from this feeling, but none more
than sculpture and painting. Thousands of statues were over¬
thrown and smashed, and thousands of pictures were destroyed
or removed from churches, merely because of their association
with Rome. The other reason why paintings and statuary have
not been in much favor among Protestants is the fear of
idolatry. The Bible gives no encouragement whatsoever to
the presence of images in churches. The Hebrews were not per¬
mitted to model, carve, or paint the human form or make any
graven image or any likeness of anything for the purpose of
worship (Exodus 20i4) and it was this prohibition more than
any other factor which maintained their religion so much more
pure and spiritual than those of the idolatrous nations around
them. For the first three or four centuries of Christianity
this same rule persisted; and then little by little, though
the church made frequent statements that they were not for the
purpose of worship, but for veneration only, pictures and
images were introduced,^
^Richard K. Ritter, The Arts of the Church (Boston: The
Pilgrim Press, 1947), p, 109.
7
Truly, I must confess that as an artist I have often felt
obligated to many passages of Scripture written in the Bible
that caused me to hesitate or not attempt to render certain
images in painting and sculpture. The images that were suggested
in pronouncements of *'thou shalt nots” in the Bible have given
rise to some problems in the alliance of Christianity and art.
From my studies in Old Testament, Art and Symbolism in Worship,
Theology courses, and other important and vital enrichment
subjects I gained insights that there is a temptation of man
to present his ideas of God in Anthropomorphic terms. Two
clear examples are the paintings of "God creating Adam" by
William Blake and that by Michelangelo called the "Creation
of Adam" on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, Probably to all
God is presented as a type of superhuman being floating in
swirling space and creating man in his image in those paintings
mentioned. These paintings have served the purpose of teaching
and proclaiming that man is created in the image of God,
The use of paintings and sculpture as media for the ex¬
pression of common worship has been accepted by some churches
and rejected by other churches. The Roman Catholic Church has
made general use of both paintings and sculpture on its walls
to teach and proclaim the passion of our Saviour, According to
Richard K, Ritter The Arts of the Church the fourteen stations
of the cross are used as pictures, or reliefs representing scenes
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in the passion of our Saviour, They are arranged in chrono¬
logical order, beginning with Jesus' condemnation by Pontius
Pilate and ending with his being laid in the sepulcher. He
suggests that these stations, however, should not be used
in public devotions but rather in private prayer and meditation
where people can pray before them. They have used statues of
Jesus, of the Virgin Mary, and of the patron saint of the church,
along with various other saints, Cn the other hand a Protestant,
seeing people at prayer before these will denounce the practice
as idolatry. The "iconoclastic controversy" of the eight
century was a protest movement that decreed no sculptured
figure of the human body could be permitted by Orthodox law,
^any holy pictures comply with the law by presenting exposed
parts of the human body in painted form only, but with the halo^
clothing, background, and framework in a sort of law relief
often in brass or even gold. Such a picture is called an icon,
A cross bearing an image of the crucified Christ, is placed
over the high altar in every Roman Catholic Church, and in a
number of Lutheran and many Episcopal Churches,
"Among Protestants the plain symbol of the unadorned cross
seems to be quite sufficient to remind us of the death of Jesus
This seems to suggest that the teaching and proclamation function
of the cross as a symbol in Christian art means more than Jesus*
3ibid,, p, 110,
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suffering and death without reducing its image to one or two
meanings. It is a sign not only of his sacrifice but of his
conquest, resurrection, and atonement; it stands for the
historic eternal church, our whole religion, God himself;
and it expresses our own willingness to live in the light and
the spirit of these tremendous facts, I can understand three
reasons why it is more difficult for Protestants to use
painitng and sculpture as media for the expression of common
worship. The first is the fear of such a danger of idolatry.
The second is that painting and sculpture are very likely to
be interpreted individualistically by each member of a group
or fellow worshipers or even you and I, The third is that a
painting is fixad and always the same, but our thoughts and
moods of the human spirit change. Finally, in painting and
sculpture, as in many other arts, the danger of weakness and
sentimentality always presents itself.
There are many signs today that point to a revival of
Christian Art. There is some force at work drawing art back
to the great subjects and motifs of Christian faith.
The indifference and lack of appreciation of art by the
clergy has led to the use of works of art that do not even re¬
present the Christian Faith. For this reason I think many
churches are decorated from church supply catalogues and second
rate artists who turn out works full of sentiment and cheap
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symbolism. Today many works of Christian art that are available
have not found their way into the church. One reason for this
is that artistic instruction has not been emphasized very much
in the curriculum of the theological seminarian or seminary,
yet many of these men will later have to direct the building
of new churches or repair and redecorate old ones. The question
of Christian art goes much deeper than the church and Christian
community admit. The fundamentals of the faith must be arti¬
culated and expressed in the present to be understood today.
This calls for Christian art to be honest. It must be able
to express the human situation as the artist and the culture
of today see it. Today's Christian art should not only express
and reflect religious life; it should strengthen everyday life,
correlate the natural with the spiritual, and relate the past
to the present, I can say that this cannot be done by looking
backward and imitating the artistic styles of the past to
teach and proclaim Christianity,
In man's search for new ways of creating Christian sumbols
to teach and proclaim the need for reconciliation of the con¬
trary and alienated elements in human existence, Paul Tillich
speaks with great authority, Gilbert Cope quoting from
Tillich's essay on Protestantism and the Artistic Style in¬
dicates t
If we look at painting and sculpture, we
find that under the predominance of the expressive
style in the last fifty years, the attempts to
re-create religious art have led mostly to a redis¬
covery of the symbols in which the negativity of
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man's predicament is expressed, the symbol
of the Cross has become the subject matter
of many works of art — often in the stylewhich is represented by Picasso's "Guernica."
Symbols, such as resurrection, have not yet*
found any adequate artistic representation,
and so it is with other traditional symbolsof gloiy. This is the Protestant element
ifi the present situation. No premature
solutions should be triedj rather, the human
situation in its conflicts should be expressed
courageously,^
The predominance of the expressive style in contemporary
art is a chance for the rebirth of religious art. Not each
of the varieties of this style is equally adequate to express
religious symbols. But most of them definitely are, whether,
and to what degree, the artists (and the churches) will use
this opportunity cannot be anticipated. It is partly dependent
on the destiny of the traditional religious symbols themselves
in their development during the next decades. The only thing
we can do is to keep ourselves open for a new rise of religious
art through the expressive style in the art of today,
Gn the contemporary scene Christian art must undergo its
own moment of creative ecstasy to teach and proclaim the
Christian Faith if it is to survive in the twentieth century.
Christian art must not offer in the twentieth century the image
it offered in the nineteenth century. It can no longer peddle
the church art of the old masters, as though they represented
the only sacred artistic style, Christian art is not confined
^Gilbert Cope (ed.), Christianity and the Visual Arts
(Londoni The Faith Press, 1964)^ PP. 60-61,
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to Gothic style, as so many people like to think since it ex¬
pressed the church being militant and triumphant. Christianity
claims to be the truth, not reality. It looks toward the world
to come, and the task of the Christian artist and non-christian
^^^ists called upon or commissioned to do Christian art must be
to portray his subject so that it partakes of the unseen values
of the other world. It must be universal as it shows but does
not describe. It must convey the symbol, not the fact.
I feel that the artist must not create new symbols for
Christian art, but a new approach, a reshaping and creating
of new combinations to regenerate the original significance
of the traditional symbol and to give new life to age-old
truths. The United iXlethodist publishing house presented the
idea that we must put "New wine in old wineskins." And so it
is true of Christian art that it must restore the mystical,
the sense of wonder, and the moving traditional religion that
is not just of the intellect but of the senses.
Today we need symbols in Christian art designed and exe¬
cuted so that they are beautiful in themselves and so that
when we look at them we can again grasp their original meanings.
The real issue at hand is that Christian art must be in
tune with present-day life, then it must be rendered in one
of the art forms of the Twentieth century. As I meditate
on the mission of contemporary Christian art I feel that
it should keep alive the wonder and mystery of the unknown
that has given the mystical awe-inspiring, numinous quality
that Rudolf Ctto discusses in his book The Idea of the Holy
Most of all I feel that all Christian art has the function
to teach and proclaim that **Our God is a great God,"
^Rudolf Ctto, The Idea of the Holy (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1958), pp, 65-71.
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